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DEEPENING INDIA-SOUTH KOREA TIES
Relevant for: International Relations | Topic: India - East Asia

Waving flag of South Korea and  

India and South Korea have signed numerous bilateral agreements with the aim of taking their
ties to the next level. However, the economic partnership is struck at $22 billion annually, and
their defence partnership appears to have receded from great all-round promise to the mere sale
and purchase of weapon systems.

At the heart of this bilateral stasis is the fact that, despite the best efforts of many well-intended
leaders, Indians and South Koreans are failing to touch a mutually meaningful chord of empathy
and move closer to each other as people. This is at least in part due to cultural prejudices on
both sides, which stands in the way of a relationship based on openness, curiosity and warmth.

Also read | Giving ties with Seoul a facelift

It is not that efforts to correct distortions in such perception have been wanting. Yet, clearly,
whatever bilateral progress has been made, say in the realm of trade and investment, has not
lent sufficient momentum that people start building bridges in other areas. So, for example, there
may be a widespread perception among South Koreans of India as a third world country, rife
with poverty and hunger. While it is true that India is far from eradicating these deprivations, their
extent may be exaggerated in the minds of some. On the flip side, it is often the case that
Indians are unable to distinguish between the cultural and social characteristics of South
Koreans and people of other East Asian nations.

Within South Korea, the integration of Indians in the local population is far from complete. There
have been some instances of what appears to be racial prejudice or discrimination, including
toward Indians in work settings in South Korea.

As in any relationship, mutual respect regarding cultural values is the key to building a robust
partnership between two countries. The means to achieving that respect is often filling the
information gap that creates a chasm between two strong cultures. How much do Indians based
in South Korea know about how Korean culture contributed to the growth of a broader Asian
view of the world? It is more likely that to the average Indian mind, the defining traits of Japan’s
and China’s cultures are better identified than those of Korean culture. All this is to say nothing
of the hostility that some visiting South Koreans have faced in India.

Also read | India, South Korea seal logistics pact

This trajectory of India’s engagement with a strategically important Asian nation suggests that an
urgent course correction is required. The establishment of the Indian Culture Centre (ICC) in
Seoul 10 years ago was a step in the right direction. Its mission was to promote people-to-
people contacts. Yet, given the current focus on diplomatic initiatives — an important but not the
only component of a potentially rich bilateral space — it can sometimes be complicated for the
average South Korean to access to its offices and services. The ICC’s attempts to broad-base
an appreciation of Indian culture by, for example, teaching south Indian dances to elementary
school students in South Korea, or organising experiential sessions centred on Indian cuisine,
are commendable. Yet, it may reach an exponentially wider audience if the focus of such efforts
was the common man of South Korea, beyond the urban, English-speaking elite of Seoul. The
same may be applicable to South Korean culture centres in India.
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Also read | ‘South Korea wants to elevate ties with India’

As the balance of power in the region continues to shift fast, India and South Korea may need
each like never before, to protect their ways of life. However, both countries will be able to help
each other only if they can fill the cultural gaps. A regional hegemon is already pushing hard into
the ambit of the Indian Ocean. The sooner these bonds are renewed the better it would be for all
Asian democracies.

Lakhvinder Singh is a Seoul-based geostrategist
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Dear reader,

We have been keeping you up-to-date with information on the developments in India and the
world that have a bearing on our health and wellbeing, our lives and livelihoods, during these
difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.

Dear subscriber,

Thank you!

Your support for our journalism is invaluable. It’s a support for truth and fairness in journalism. It
has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.

The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
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health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.

Suresh Nambath
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